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Conclusion: The Systems Must Be Localized 
The	goal	of	the	CleanCube	Project	–	to	develop	a	product	that	provides	clean	water	that	can	be	
manufactured	locally	and	made	widely	accessible	through	broad	market	distribution	and	affordable	
pricing	-	is	being	reached.	Lab	testing,	small	batch	production,	community	education,	and	
innovative	marketing	and	distribution	models	have	been	tested,	and	the	results	underscore	the	
potential	of	this	social	enterprise	model	to	impact	positive,	long-term	change	in	the	communities	
where	CleanCube	is	launched.	The	last	22	months	of	research	have	shown	that	this	model	can	
provide	clean	water	affordably	and	accessibly,	can	create	measurable	economic	impact,	can	educate	
and	change	behaviours	about	sanitation	and	water	health,	and	can	catalyse	significant	
empowerment	opportunities	for	women	and	their	families.	
	
An	important	take	away	from	the	CleanCube	Project	as	a	case	study	for	systems	design	approaches	
to	tackling	access	to	clean	water,	is	the	focus	on	a	system	that	is	comprehensive	but	is	also	very	
localized.	It	is	this	focus	on	community	level	challenges	and	the	ability	to	adapt	and	flex	as	needed	
that	can	allow	it	to	be	replicated	and	scaled	to	reach	the	vast	population	that	can	benefit	from	clean	
affordable	source	of	drinking	water	that	the	CleanCube	model	can	provide.	On	the	other	hand,	the	
examples	presented	above	--	One	Laptop	per	Child	and	LifeStraw	--	are	generic	solutions	in	both	
design	and	implementation	that	cannot	be	tweaked	or	customized	to	better	reflect	the	needs	and	
challenges	of	a	local	community	of	intended	users.	A	product	built	within	a	comprehensive	system	
and	interconnected	with	broader	issues	around	education,	economics,	politics,	infrastructure,	social	
and	cultural	contexts,	can	address	local	needs	while	being	able	to	reach	millions	of	users.	
	
The	2016	RSD5	Symposium	in	Toronto	had	an	underlying	theme	that	resonated	for	this	author:	the	
contrast	of	macro-	and	micro-	scales	in	system	design	thinking.	On	the	first	day	of	the	Symposium,	
the	walls	were	filled	with	metadata	posters	communicating	complex	sets	of	data.	They	were	
beautiful	in	both	the	visual	design	and	in	the	story	and	implications	of	the	data	being	presented;	
however,	it	was	sometimes	difficult	to	find	the	individual	user	in	these	vast	information	landscapes.	
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This	disconnect	to	distinct	users	was	further	reinforced	in	the	presentations	of	various	researchers	
and	practitioners	who	were	using	high	level	sets	of	data.	The	user	that	this	data	was	intended	to	
represent	and	positively	impact	though	better	analysis	and	interpretation	of	key	statistics	and	
qualitative	information	was	too	small	to	be	seen	in	the	system	of	icons	that	represented	much	
bigger	players	-		too	ensconced	in	big	data	to	have	her	discrete	story	heard.	
These	observations	were	juxtaposed	to	the	presentation	of	those	whose	work	encompasses	
systems	level	thinking	but	also	keeps	the	user	front	and	centre.	One	example	is	Liz	Sanders	and	her	
work	using	basic	but	smartly	designed	participatory	tools	to	allow	users	to	meaningful	engage	in	
solution	finding	through	play,	expression,	and	deep	application	of	their	individual	expertise	
(Sanders,	2016).	The	need	to	connect	at	a	deeper	personal	level	within	our	designed	systems	
resonated	in	comments	by	Paul	Pangaro	when	he	expressed	the	need	for	conversation	platforms	
that	went	“beyond	the	superficial”	(Pangaro.	2016).	In	Erik	Stolterman’s	keynote	presentation,	“The	
Interactivity	Field	and	Systems”,	the	speaker	hinted	at	the	need	for	smarter,	localized	systems.	If	
and	when	those	interfaces	that	are	generalized	and	indistinct	(i.e.	automatic	door	opening	sensors	
opening	unnecessarily	opening	doors	as	someone	passes	by	a	store)	become	too	numerous	and	
overlapping,	they	will	be	successful	in	creating	noise	and	chaos	instead	of	an	individualized,	
augmented	experience	as	intended	(Stolterman,	2016).	
	
These	examples,	which	span	both	the	physical	and	digital	realms,	reinforce	the	need	to	utilize	the	
many	tools	available	to	the	current	generation	of	systems	designers.	The	ability	to	obtain	and	
wrangle	massive	data	sets	and	distil	them	into	meaningful	insights	is	a	tremendous	opportunity.	
The	capacity	to	create	robust	products	and	services	within	holistic	systems	that	reflect	individuals	
at	a	community	level,	wherever	and	however	that	community	is	defined,	is	desperately	needed.	The	
combination	of	both	global	and	local	thinking	is	where	the	power	lies,	and	moving	forward	in	this	
vein	reflects	lessons	learned	from	those	past	interventions	that	have	been	top	down,	technology	
driven,	and	which	have	left	a	wake	of	problems	yet	to	be	fully	addressed.	This	is	only	way	forward	
as	systems	thinkers,	innovators,	and	do-ers	intent	on	making	meaningful	in-roads	to	solving	some	
of	the	toughest	challenges	faced	collectively	as	a	society.						
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